


Memory, Identity & Writing

Å"The past no longer belongs only to those 

who once lived in it; the past belongs to 

those who claim it, and are willing to 

explore it, and to infuse it with meaning for 

those alive today. The past belongs to us, 

because we are the ones who need it." 

ïMargaret Atwood



Narrating the Past

Å"What does the past tell us? In and of itself, 

it tells us nothing. We have to be listening 

first, before it will say a word, and, even so, 

listening means telling, then re-telling. It's 

we ourselves who must do such telling, 

about the past, if anything is to be said 

about it; and our audience is one another.ñ

-- Margaret Atwood



Fact and Fiction

ÅAtwood plays with the notion of truth and 

authority in all its various forms

ÅCombination of real events, people and 

sources mixed with her imagination and 

fictionalized characters in an attempt to 

create a more rounded version 

ÅDisrupts our ability to come to any solid 

conclusions, forcing us to question ñtruthò



The òRealó Grace Marks

Å16 year-old Irish immigrant

ÅAccused of murdering her employer, 

Thomas Kinnear, and his 

housekeeper, Nancy Montgomery

ÅSentenced to life imprisonment 

although her guilt never fully defined

ÅUnclear motives: jealousy, envy, 

resentment, possession, amnesia

ÅSensationalized trial and Marks 

became a ñcelebratedò murderess



Alias Grace 

and Quilting

ÅEach section named after a specific quilt pattern

ÅThe names of the patterns suggest the tone or 

focus of the chapter that is to follow 

ÅWhile Grace creates quilts, she creates her story, 

piecing together the whole from various scraps 

and fragments of memory

ÅLikewise, Atwood stitches together her narrative 

structure by piecing and sorting information that 

has been gathered from different sources



Alias Grace & Gothic Literature

Common Gothic Elements

ÅGloom, mystery, suspense

ÅMadness, desire, obsession

ÅGhosts, possessions, doubles

ÅMonstrous men and fallen women

ÅThe Gothic was a popular 19th Century genre, ranging 

from literary to sensationalized and lurid narratives

ÅAtwood plays with elements of the gothic to explore and 

disrupt Victorian views of gender and identity



Return of the repressed

ÅThe idea of a protagonist struggling with a 

terrible, evil, surreal person or force is a 

metaphor for an individualôs struggle with 

repressed emotions or thoughts. Personifying 

the repressed desire or feeling gives strength 

to it and shows how, if caught unaware, one is 

overcome with the forbidden desire and feels 

compelled to act upon it. 

ïEve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 

ñThe Structure of the Gothic Conventionò



Alias Grace explores the 

repressed desires of 

individuals and the 

unconscious of the 

human psyche, which 

Freud argued acted as a 

doppelganger for the 

conscious self ïa double 

or other that acted out all 

of our forbidden desires, 

emotions, and fears.

Forbidden Desires 

and Doubles



òBut when you go mad you donõt go 

any other place, you stay where you 

are. And somebody else comes in.ó 

ÅMadness is another theme 

closely related to that of 

alternate identities

ÅAtwood explores many 19th

century views and treatments 

of psychiatric illness. 

ÅGraceôs madness, if she is, or 

was, indeed mad, is presented 

like a haunting or possession



Victorian Gender Roles

Atwood subverts 19th Century views of femininity 

and female sexuality, particularly as these 

positioned women in only one of two possible 

categories: the Angel (helpless, passive, victim) or 

the Fallen Woman (whore, seductress, murderess).



The òfallenó woman

A lonely, pensive, and oppressed 

heroine, usually suffers because 

she has been abandoned (on 

purpose or by accident), and has 

no one to protect her. 



The òmonstrousó man

One or more of the male 

characters has the power to 

make intolerable demands of 

one or more of the female 

characters, such as marry 

someone she does not love 

or commit a crime, and the 

threat often comes in the 

form of imprisonment, rape, 

incest or murder.


